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Abstract  

To stop the weakening of the economy brought by the aging and decrease of population, 

Japan needs to expand the income from tourism, especially the inbound tourism.  

However, the inbound traffic is currently concentrating along the major cities.  For the 

tourism to expand, the local areas need to receive more tourists.  The tourism promotion 

in the local areas have been carried out by governmental organizations. As tourism 

promotion requires sales and marketing, the national tourism authorities have introduced 

Destination Management Organizations (DMOs) to do this job.  Previous studies show 

world’s leading DMOs have i) independent internal governance and ii) adequate power 

to earn money by own business. Such DMOs are successful in bringing in more visitors 

to their areas.  This study scrutinizes the condition of the Japanese DMOs by analyzing 

the operation report submitted by DMOs to the Tourism Agency.  The result shows the 

Japanese DMOs equipped with the two factors are so far working efficiently in business.  

Like the world’s DMOs, governance and ability to perform good commercial business 

are the key elements for success.  Currently about sixty tourism organizations are 

waiting to be chosen as a registered DMO.  When the Tourism Agency makes this 

selection, they should seriously take these two key elements into consideration. 
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1. Introduction and Background 

Tourism promotion is crucial to Japan’s immediate future. The aging and the decrease of 

total population are forecast to have a tremendous negative impact on the economy.  The 

government is making efforts to stop the population decrease by encouraging childbirth 

and upgrading the child raising environment, however, it is also enthusiastically eying 

tourism as a fast cure of the problem.  The government is targeting to using the economic 

benefit that tourism brings.  

 

The promotion of tourism is becoming a focal point of the nation.  Tourism promotion 

of Japan dominantly was, and still is, undertaken by the national and local government 

bodies.  It could be said that the tourism promotion has been conducted bureaucratically 

by the government policies.  This structure may explain the reason why the gap between 

the tourism volume to the major tourism destinations and the minor destinations currently 

in Japan is wide.  The tourism promotion activities of the minor destinations may not be 

efficiently working.  To overcome the problem, the national tourism authorities brought 

in the system of the destination management organizations (DMOs).  By establishing 

the effective DMOs in the minor tourism destinations, they are hoping to expand tourism 

in the local regions of Japan.  But will this method work?  There are doubts to the 

performance of the DMOs in Japan.  This study will try to verify the ability of the 

established Destination Management Organizations in the local regions of Japan.  Will 

they have the capacity to fill the gap? 

 

1.1 The Impact of Population Decrease 

The National Institute of Population and Social Security Research of Japan projects and 

publicizes the population of Japan.  “Population Projections for Japan (2016-2065)”1 

forecasts Japan’s population in 2030 at 119 million, approximately 6 million down from 

125 million in 2020.  According to “Family Income and Expenditure Survey” by the 

                                                   
1 National Institute of Population and Social Security Research, “Population Projections for Japan (2016-

2065)”, http://www.ipss.go.jp/pp-

zenkoku/e/zenkoku_e2017/pp_zenkoku2017e_gaiyou.html#e_zenkoku_II_A-1 (Accessed: October 10, 

2021) 

http://www.ipss.go.jp/pp-zenkoku/e/zenkoku_e2017/pp_zenkoku2017e_gaiyou.html#e_zenkoku_II_A-1
http://www.ipss.go.jp/pp-zenkoku/e/zenkoku_e2017/pp_zenkoku2017e_gaiyou.html#e_zenkoku_II_A-1
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Statistic Bureau of Japan, average annual expenditure amount of a Japanese in 2020 was 

1.22 million yen2 (US$11,000).  In 2030, when Japan’s population decreases by about 

6 million, the country’s economy will lose the spending of approximately annual 1.22 

million yen by 6 million people, which comes to more than 7 trillion Yen (US$64 million).  

Where the nation’s annual GDP was 536 trillion yen (2020, US$4.87 trillion), the loss is 

too large to ignore.  Japan’s national tourism policy is geared to offset this decrease of 

flow of money that was to be created by the lost 6 million population.       

 

1.2 Economic Benefit of Tourism 

Japan’s Tourism Agency is responsible for the tourism related statistics.  It is publicizing 

the economic benefit of tourism in the Tourism Satellite Format.3  The statistics show 

that, in 2019, an average inbound traveler to Japan spent approximately 159 thousand yen 

(about USD1,445) during their stay.  As about 32 million tourists visited Japan in 2019, 

they contributed as large as 4.8 trillion yen (US$43 million). 

 

To offset the spending loss by tourism described above, the country has issued a tourism 

proclamation named “Vision of Tourism to support the future of Japan”4 in 2016.  The 

Vision calls for inbound visitors to expand to an annual 60 million in 2030, when the 

population becomes 6 million smaller than 2020.  Sixty-million visitors is roughly twice 

the volume of that of 2020.  Considering the accommodations or transport facilities of 

the current tourism destinations, the Vision demands that the tourism flow must spread to 

areas that are not currently visited, alarming the tourism promotion authorities to prepare 

for the tourism flow. 

 

The Vision also requires inbound visitors in 2030 to spend about 250,000 yen (approx. 

                                                   
2 Calculated from e-Stat Statistics of Japan, https://www.e-stat.go.jp/en (Accessed October 10, 2021) and 

Population Census, https://www.stat.go.jp/english/data/kokusei/2020/summary.html, (Accessed October 

10, 2021) 
3 Tourism Agency, Statistics and White Paper, Tourism Satellite Account, 

https://www.mlit.go.jp/kankocho/tsa.html, (Accessed October 10, 21021)  
4 “Asu no nihon wo sasaeru kanko vision” (in Japanese only), 
https://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/singi/kanko_vision/pdf/gaiyou.pdf (Accessed October 10, 2021) 

https://www.e-stat.go.jp/en
https://www.stat.go.jp/english/data/kokusei/2020/summary.html
https://www.mlit.go.jp/kankocho/tsa.html
https://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/singi/kanko_vision/pdf/gaiyou.pdf
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USD2,300) while in Japan, nearly 100,000 yen larger than what they spent in 2020.  To 

achieve this goal, the nation has made efforts to bring in the 2025 World Expo to Osaka 

and other international sport games.  It revealed a plan to help build more than fifty five-

star hotels around the nation. Along with such national undertakings, the local tourism 

authorities are expected to take measures to increase the spending of the inbound tourists 

in their territory. 

 

1.3 Tourism Promotion Bodies 

Japan’s national tourism administration body was established in 2008 when the Japan 

Tourism Agency was formed within the framework of Ministry of Transport.  This was 

the first time in Japanese history that the responsible party for the nation’s tourism was 

made clear. However, before this national movement, some local prefectural governments 

had started on their own path to officially promote tourism in their region.  For example, 

the island prefecture of Okinawa has started to officially promote tourism in 1979, soon 

after it was returned to Japan from the occupying US Forces. Along with Okinawa, six 

other prefectural governments started official tourism promotion before the national 

movement. Thus, the local administration authorities started to take the responsibility for 

the tourism promotion in their jurisdiction. Currently, among the 47 local prefectures of 

Japan, 33 have bylaws pertaining to the promotion of tourism, giving the job of promotion 

to their public servants. 

 

Whether public servants are qualified to pursue the responsibility of tourism promotion 

is questionable.  Ohkozo (2013)5 points out that job structure or working environment 

of public servants in the local administration is not suited to perform good tourism 

promotion activities.  Tourist’s trip is made up of actions of buying services.  Thus, to 

promote tourism, good marketing is necessary.  Public servants may not be the 

professionals of marketing.  This tendency of the tourism promotion staffing could 

attribute to the large imbalance of number of inbound visitors between major areas and 

                                                   
5 Ohkozo, Mitsuru, “Tourism Destination Development by Regional Development”, Gakugei 

Shuppansha, 2013, pp170-173 
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local areas.  According to JNTO’s survey6, only Tokyo, Osaka, Chiba and Kyoto have 

the visit ratio7 of greater than 25%.  Nara Prefecture follows by 11.7% visit ratio, but 

all other 42 prefectures are visited by only one out of ten inbound visitors or much less.  

The local areas, or in reality, the public servants in those prefectures, have a lot of work 

to do to invite more inbound tourists to visit their prefecture. 

 

Under these situations, the Tourism Agency in 2015 studied and took up from other 

leading tourism nations the system of Destination Management Organizations.  It 

announced to the nation it will support those bodies that work as DMOs.  The definition 

of DMO is described below, but it is not universal.  Its common requirements are that 

they have their own governance and earn money for their operating costs while pursuing 

the goal of promoting tourism in their area.  Most importantly, they understand 

successful tourism requires sales and marketing. 

 

1.4 Destination Management Organizations 

As tourism promotion executed by the local governments is not considered effective, the 

system of Destination Management Organizations was brought into Japan.  In this 

section, we will confirm how DMOs are defined in tourism authorities. 

 

UNWTO talks about the DMOs in “UNWTO Guidelines for Institutional Strengthening 

of Destination Management Organizations (DMOs) Preparing DMOs for new challenges.”  

The Guideline discusses that the destination management is “the coordinated 

management of all the elements that make up a tourism destination (attractions, amenities, 

access, marketing and pricing)” and it is “the leading organizational entity which may 

encompass the various authorities, stakeholders and professionals and facilitates 

partnerships towards a collective destination vision.” 

 

Japan Tourism Agency says DMO is a body that encourages the local community’s power 

                                                   
6 Japan National Tourism Organization (JNTO), “2019 Visit Rate Ranking by Prefecture, 

https://statistics.jnto.go.jp/en/graph/#graph--inbound--prefecture--ranking, (Accessed October 10, 2021) 
7 Visit ratio shows out of 100 inbound visitors how many visited the prefecture. 

https://statistics.jnto.go.jp/en/graph/#graph--inbound--prefecture--ranking
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to earn money (from tourism) and navigates the community to take pride in their land.  

It will collaborate with various stakeholders of tourism to create a strategy with clear 

concept to develop a tourism destination.  It also has the ability to manage the 

community to carry out the strategy. 

 

The Tourism Agency announced the introduction of DMOs in Japan in 2015.  Those 

parties that meet the criteria of DMO should register with the Agency, to receive financial 

support.  By the end of 2021, total of about 100 local Destination Management 

Organizations will be registered. 

 

Purpose  

Tourism is regarded as one of the most powerful tools to compensate the weakening of 

the economic power of Japan that is brought about by the population decrease. The 

promoter of tourism therefore has a heavy responsibility to realize the economic benefit 

of tourism.  Destination Management Organizations are expected to perform this job, 

virtually replacing the tourism section of local governments, or so-called local tourism 

associations.  The DMOs are particularly expected to enable the flow of the inbound 

tourists to the local areas. They will overcome the drawbacks of their predecessors and 

make efforts to achieve their goals. 

 

This study will verify whether the current and the expected DMOs have the capacity to 

achieve their mission.  The examination will focus on the key elements of the capacity, 

namely the internal governance of the organization, and the funding scheme.  The 

verification would lead to determining whether the Japanese DMOs sufficiently have the 

capacity to meet the requirements of the nation by promoting tourism in their regions. 

 

The findings of this study will give insight to the national tourism authorities as to what 

key elements should the organizations applying for DMOs should have.  When more 

capable DMO activities are conducted in the local regions, the more tourism power would 

contribute to the nation’s future. 
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Methodology 

To evaluate the capacity of the Destination Management Organizations in Japan, we first 

need to examine the notable performances of the leading DMOs.  From the preceding 

research, we will study the activities of the world’s leading DMOs and find what are 

behind their good performances.  We will point out the key elements of tourism 

management activities. 

 

After learning the crucial ability required of good destination management activities, we 

will check the Japanese DMOs whether or not they are equipped with such abilities.  

This verification will be conducted by screening the application documents and annual 

reports submitted by DMOs to the Tourism Agency.  At the time of writing, there are 90 

local Destination Management Organizations responsible for their jurisdiction8, while 64 

organizations are waiting to be approved as local DMOs9.  The documents show the 

contents of their tasks, as well as the qualifications of the administrative staff and the data 

of how they are funded. 

 

We will evaluate the Japanese DMOs, by applying the key elements learned from the 

world’s leading organizations, how much performance elements they have.  

 

Findings 

1. Key Elements of the World’s Leading DMOs. 

Takahashi (2017) 10  picks up and introduces the following leading Destination 

Management Organizations of the world: Barcelona Turisme, London & Partners,  

Hawaii Tourism Authority, San Francisco Travel Association, Visit Napa Valley and 

Destination DC. 

                                                   
8 Currently, there are three types of DMOs according to the area they are responsible for: In this study, 

the DMOs with the smallest area are studied. 
9 List of the 90 Registered DMOs, and the link to the reports: 

https://www.mlit.go.jp/kankocho/page04_000078.html 
10 Takahashi, Kazuo, “DMO, Innovation of Tourism Destinations”, Gakugei Shuppansha, 2017 
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Furuya (2018) 11 , in his study of the world DMOs, studies San Francisco Travel 

Association, Sonoma Country Tourism and Zermatt Tourismus as advanced DMOs. 

 

These studies point out the following aspects as the key elements of successful DMOs: 

- can make individual decision making, 

- tasks are clearly divided from administration bodies, 

- staffed by full-time employees, 

- budgeted not only by subsidies but have own means of income. 

 

As discussed before, Japan’s tourism promotion activities have been conducted by local 

government bodies.  The tourism jobs are mainly undertaken by public servants, and, as 

tourism promotion is a job of commerce, it could be the reason local regions are slower 

in increasing inbound visitors.  It is, therefore, meaningful to examine the DMOs in 

these aspects as they are the characteristics of commercial organizations. 

 

2.  At the time of writing, ninety (90) local Destination Management Organizations are 

registered under Tourism Agency.  Their activity reports are disclosed on the website of 

the Tourism Agency.12  

 

A report contains the following data of the DMO: 

- Number of staff/employees 

- Previous occupation of the management staff 

- Cooperating parties (public and private) 

- Recent activities 

- Collected tourism related data 

- Strategies and targets 

- KPI 

                                                   
11 Furuya, Hideki, “Trends of Overseas DMOs”, 3rd Tourism Management Research Session. 

https://www.nihon-kankou.or.jp/home/activity/kenkyukai3rd/ 
12 Tourism Agency, Registered Destination Management/Marketing Organizations. 

https://www.mlit.go.jp/kankocho/page04_000054.html (Accessed September 30, 2021) 

https://www.mlit.go.jp/kankocho/page04_000054.html
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- Funding and budget 

 

Table 1 shows how data were collected for this study from the report by the DMO.  Due 

to space limitations, the first five DMOs are shown out of total of 90 DMOs. 

 

For the staffing of the DMO, number of full-time staff, seconded staff or other staff are 

counted, and the share of full-time staff is taken.  From the study of good DMOs, how 

the Organization is independent from the local government is important in decision 

making.  Destination Management Organizations are new establishment.  Those who 

work for DMOs are newly recruited.  From this viewpoint, the previous job of the chief 

of DMO is investigated .  Type of previous job is coded in the Table:  A is shown when 

the job is purely private.  B is a job in business organizations, and C is governmental. 

As how DMOs are funded is also important in evaluating their capacity, the income of 

DMOs is mainly divided into subsidy and non-subsidy, such as consideration for a service 

provided.  “Consideration” here refers to money received by DMOs in return of their 

sales or services, such as business income, tour sales, fees for agency service, 

management and membership fees and donations, or all non-subsidy incomes.  

“Consideration ratio” is the ratio of amount of such consideration to the total DMO 

income.  Using this index, we can tell that, when consideration ratio is greater, the 

DMOs do not rely much on subsidy and have more power to earn own money.  Another 

index used for evaluation is the “Business Income”, which is the quotient of amount of 

income from direct business of the DMO by number of staff.  This index also shows the 

power of DMOs to earn money.      
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Table 1: Table created from DMO report (excerpt) 

    Staffing  Top Management  

No Name 
Full 

time 

second- 

ed 
oths Ttl FT% 

Previous 

 job 
Type 

143 Katsuyama Machizukuri 14 0 3 17 82.4% Cham of Comm B 

107 Tokachigawa Ryokan Assn 13 1 5 19 68.4% Hotel A 

142 Machizukuri Obama Co   1 6 7 0.0% Town developer B 

127 Katsuura Tourism Assn     4 4 0.0% Tourism Assn B 

176 Kita Management Co 17 3 27 47 36.2% Bank A 

 

Source: Japan Tourism Agency 

 

2.1 Performance of DMOs staffed by more full-time staff. 

From the earlier findings it was learned that DMOs that are operated by more full-time 

staff than seconded staff show better performance.  For this relationship, we calculated 

the average Consideration Ratio of DMOs staffed by more full-time staff and less fulltime 

staff.  Table 2 shows the result of this study.  When we compare the consideration ratio 

of the DMOs that have more full-time staff than part-time staff, the former earns more 

money by themselves.  When we see the consideration ratio in three categories of 

percentage of fulltime staff, this tendency is seen clearly. 

Income  

Subsidies Non-subsidies 

Nation Pref. City 
Business 

income 
Travel Agency 

consign- 

ment 

Member- 

ship 

Museum 

 Mngmt 

Dona- 

tion 

      274,667   23,000     31,900   

      150,000             

      185,340         8,183   

    500 5,730       875 32,513   

4,640   2,740       198,525       
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Table 2: Rate of Fulltime Staff and the Consideration Ratio 

Fulltime 

staff % 
Consideration ratio 

Fulltime 

staff % 
Consideration ratio 

 50% or over 44.0% 100%-67% 47.4% 

below 50% 40.2% 66%-34% 42.8% 

  33%-0% 39.6% 

Source: Calculated from DMO reports to the Tourism Agency. 

 

2.2 How DMOs are independent from the local government. 

The study of good DMOs of the world showed that they are capable of making their own 

decisions without much influence from the local government.  In the survey of the 

Japanese DMOs, therefore, the occupational background of the leader of DMOs is 

checked.  If the leaders are close to the government, their job could be affected by the 

government policy.  The data of the job of the leaders immediately before joining the 

DMO was collected from the reports and divided into three categories according to the 

affiliation to the government. 

 

Table 3: Former Job Category of the DMO Leader and 

 the Consideration Ratio 

Job Category before DMO Average 

Consideration Ratio 

A: purely private  49.1% 

B: position in associations 43.8% 

C: governmental 37.6% 

Source: Calculated from DMO reports to the Tourism Agency. 

 

Assuming that those DMO leaders that have less affiliation with the government can make 

their own judgements, and that would lead to better business, Table3 shows how much 
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money they made in comparison with given subsidies (Consideration Ratio).  In the 

DMOs whose leaders are from private enterprises, half of their total budget is earned by 

themselves.  They have the power to earn their own money. In the DMOs where the 

leader comes from the government, the ratio comes down to 37.6%, i.e., about two thirds 

of their budget are from subsidies.  These results show that when the DMOs have less 

influence from the government, they can earn more money out of their business. 

 

2.3 Consideration Ratio and the Business Income 

We have seen that DMOs that have more full-time staff and DMOs whose leaders have 

private background have higher Consideration Ratio.  In other words, they have the 

power to earn more money for their tourism promotion activities.   

 

Next, we will verify whether such DMOs are good at doing commercial business.  

“Business Income” shown in Table 1 is the amount of money the DMOs received through 

their direct business.  As the volume of such money is relative to the volume of staff in 

the DMO, we will calculate and use the business income per staff.  This examination is 

done by taking the correlation coefficient of “Consideration Ratio” and “Business Income 

per Staff.” 
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Figure 1: Consideration Ratio and Business Income per Staff 

 

Source: Created from DMO reports to the Tourism Agency. 

 

Table 4 is the scatter plot of the DMOs’ Consideration Ratio and business income per 

staff.  The Y-axis indicates the amount of the business income per DMO staff (yen) and 

x-axis indicates the Consideration Ratio.  The DMOs that did not report the business 

income are excluded.  The correlation coefficient of the two factors is +0.58. This result 

indicates the Consideration Ratio and Business Income per Staff have a positive 

correlation.  Those DMOs that have higher Consideration Ratio excel in the business 

activities and earn a lot of money. 
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Implications and Conclusion 

By analyzing the data in the report submitted by the Destination Management 

Organizations to the Tourism Agency, we have found the following trends: 

- DMOs that have more full-time staff have the power to collect more non-subsidy 

income. 

- DMOs whose leader’s background has less affiliation with government have the 

power to collect more non-subsidy income. 

- DMOs such as above make more money out of commercial business. 

 

These trends are in line with what Takahashi and Furuya point out as the key elements 

required of the world’s leading Destination Management Organizations.  In Japan, 

where tourism promotion had been dominantly conducted by the public servants of local 

administrations, DMOs only recently started to work as a main party of the industry.  

This study has shown that some DMOs are still in the shape of local governmental bodies, 

relying on subsidies from the governments for the budget, or seeking personnel from the 

public servants.  However, it is important to note that among these DMOs, some are 

quite separate from the government, in terms of money and in terms of personnel, and 

such DMOs are showing good commercial performances.  As tourism promotion 

requires good sales and marketing ability, these DMOs are expected to contribute to the 

future of nation’s tourism. 

 

At the time of writing, 67 tourism organizations13 are waiting to be registered as DMOs.  

In this so-to-speak “tentative list” of the DMOs, twenty-three organizations can be 

categorized as the A type of the leader background, and 35 as the B type. From this 

tendency, the leadership of these organizations looks promising.  However, only 15 

organizations have Consideration Ratio of greater than 50%.  Until now, most of the 

organizations on the list are relying on subsidies rather than making their own money.   

 

From this tentative list, the Tourism Agency will decide which organizations will be the 

                                                   
13 Tourism Agency, “DMO Candidates”, https://www.mlit.go.jp/kankocho/page04_000055.html 



 
 

29 
 

next Destination Management Organizations.  This study shows that the decision should 

take into consideration how the DMOs are independent from the government and how 

much ability they have to earn their own money.  In other words, good governance and 

strong commercial ability are the key elements of the successful DMOs.  The future of 

tourism promotion in Japan may rely on how many of those capable DMOs will develop 

in the country. 
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